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Will the next top influencer be an Al?

Showcasing stunning photos, good looks and stylish fashion — this is the digital influencer, born in the show-and-tell world of social
media. The formula of his/her success can be described using this equation: personality + symbol + consumption.

The business model of using internet celebrities to drive traffic has gradually habituated people to exhibiting all aspects of their lives
on the internet, and even accepting the content produced by computer-generated virtual influencers. These entities may have
appearances, speech patterns and behaviours like any normal person but they are, in fact, conceptualised, customised and
produced by designers.

In April 2016, a freckled-faced nineteen-year-old by the name of Lil Miquela appeared on the Instagram scene. She is a virtual
influencer, a computer-generated personality, but within four short years she rose to become a digital celebrity, amassing more
than two million fans. She has endorsed many famous brands, was featured in popular publications Wonderland and Vogue,
released a single, and even established her own fashion line.

Shortly after, virtual supermodel Shudu Gram appeared in 2017, with Japanese virtual influencer imma.gram following soon after in
2018. They burst onto the scene with an uncanny level of realism and at a glance, people had a hard time figuring out whether they
were actual persons or not.

Local social media influencer conveys the thoughts of Gen Z

Singapore witnessed the appearance of its very own virtual influencer, Ava Lee Gram, in April this year. Her creator is twenty-
seven-year-old Reyme Husaini, a BA(Hons) Fashion Media and Industries graduand at LASALLE College of the Arts.

Before the birth of Ava, all Husaini had to work with were 3D design drawings and a stack of questionnaires. Every aspect of Ava,
including her appearance, thinking and attitude had to be carefully researched and decided upon by Husaini.
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Some might wonder as to the purpose of Ava’s existence. According to Husaini, Ava’s audience are Gen Z youths who are, like
him, opinionated. “Human influencers also have their appearances artistically modified using digital technology so Ava isn’t any
different and should be treated the same.”

Launched during the period when COVID-19 gripped the world, Ava did not have much opportunity to appear on Instagram.
However, she has lent her support to various causes such as the PinkDot movement, which had to be cancelled due to the
pandemic.

Currently, Ava only has a few hundred fans. However, unlike her human counterparts, her age is frozen at twenty-two years old,
enabling her the luxury to wait for the right opportunities to come by without needing to pay the price of time.

Al-created influencers?

The number of virtual influencer creators like Husaini are on the rise. According to a report published in 2018 by data research
company User Local Inc, the number of virtual bloggers on YouTube has doubled within a span of two months to almost over
4,000. The most popular amongst them is Kizuna Al who has 2.75 million followers.

This only marks the beginning of the virtualisation of influencers. With the increasing development of artificial intelligence (Al)
technology, more of such Al-produced content is expected.

Betaworks, a venture capital company, is currently focusing its efforts on synthetic media — a field involving social media content
creation using computer-generated imagery (CGl) and Al. According to Danika Laszuk, director of its entrepreneurship training
camp, the virtual influencer of the future will not require any human operation. He/She will be digitally produced and then, through
machine learning and interactions with netizens, will grow progressively better.

As early as 2016, Microsoft had already launched a chatbot named Tay. However, in the course of chatting with users, it developed

racist and sexually discriminatory views. Therefore, moving forward, one of the challenges posed to developers will be to enable
civilised conversations between Al and human users.
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Here comes the billion-dollar question though: if future influencers were all to be monopolised by Al, wouldn't it be rather boring?
Jaron Lanier, an American computer scientist who first proposed the concept of virtual reality, warned in his book You Are Not a
Gadget that if everything in the world were to be digitised, humanity may be left without any creativity.
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